EuroPeerGuid
European Peer Review in Guidance and Counselling
in Adult Vocational Education and Training –
a contribution to EQARF implementation
2010-1-PT1-LEO05-05185

Evaluation Report
Maria Gutknecht-Gmeiner

Commissioned by CECOA on behalf of the EuroPeerGuid partnership

Vienna, October 2012

Evaluation EuroPeerGuid

Evaluation project EuroPeerGuid
Dr. Maria Gutknecht-Gmeiner
Vienna, October 2012
Imprint:
IMPULSE – Evaluation and Organisation Development
Dr.-Josef-Resch-Pl. 14/3, 1170 Vienna
E-Mail: office@impulse.at
http://www.impulse.at
Fotographs: Project partners EuroPeerGuid, Gutknecht-Gmeiner

Gutknecht-Gmeiner 2012

2

Evaluation EuroPeerGuid

CONTENTS
I.

Background and aims of the project EuroPeerGuid ..........................................................................5
I. 1 European Peer Review ............................................................................................................................5
I. 2 The project EuroPeerGuid.......................................................................................................................5

II.

III.

IV.

Aims, topics and methods of the evaluation ....................................................................................5
II. 1

Aims and evaluation questions..........................................................................................................5

II. 2

Design and methods ..........................................................................................................................7

II. 3

Available documentation and response rates ...................................................................................8

Peer Review Pilots............................................................................................................................9
III. 1

Participation in Peer Review pilots....................................................................................................9

III. 2

Trainings and preparatory meetings ...............................................................................................11

III.2.1

Level of preparation......................................................................................................... 15

III. 3

Quality Areas ...................................................................................................................................15

III. 4

Preparation of the Peer Review (Phase 1).......................................................................................16

III.4.1
III.4.2
III.4.3

Preparation in the guidance centres................................................................................ 16
Self-report ........................................................................................................................ 17
Preparation in the Peer Teams ........................................................................................ 17

III. 5

Peer Visit (Phase 2) ..........................................................................................................................18

III.5.1
III.5.2
III.5.3

Agenda ............................................................................................................................. 18
Linking visits in Slovenia and Finland ............................................................................... 18
Involvement of clients...................................................................................................... 19

III. 6

Peer Teams ......................................................................................................................................20

III. 7

Peer Review Report (Phase 3) .........................................................................................................22

III.7.1
III.7.2
III.7.3

Feedback session ............................................................................................................. 22
Timeliness ........................................................................................................................ 22
Usefulness of feedback .................................................................................................... 22

III. 8

Putting plans into action (Phase 4)..................................................................................................22

III.8.1
III.8.2

Communication of results................................................................................................ 22
Follow-up ......................................................................................................................... 22

III. 9

Effects ..............................................................................................................................................23

Cross-cutting issues ...................................................................................................................... 24
IV. 1

Involvement of counsellors .............................................................................................................24

IV. 2

Transnational aspects......................................................................................................................26

IV. 3

Cooperation and reactions ..............................................................................................................27

Gutknecht-Gmeiner 2012

3

Evaluation EuroPeerGuid

V.

VI.

VII.

Dissemination and Valorisation..................................................................................................... 28
V. 1

Portugal ...........................................................................................................................................28

V. 2

Finland .............................................................................................................................................28

V. 3

Slovenia ...........................................................................................................................................28

General assessment of Peer Review............................................................................................. 28
VI. 1

Added-value of Peer Review ...........................................................................................................29

VI. 2

Institutional vs. personnel evaluation in small institutions .............................................................31

Recommendations for the finalisation of the EuroPeerGuid products....................................... 32

VIII. General conclusions and recommendations............................................................................... 32
IX.

Documents and (re)sources.......................................................................................................... 35
IX. 1

General documents and resources..................................................................................................35

IX. 2

Documents and sources EuroPeerGuid ...........................................................................................35

X.

Table of exhibits............................................................................................................................. 37

XI.

Annex ............................................................................................................................................ 38
XI. 1

Response rates ................................................................................................................................38

XI. 2

List of EuroPeerGuid partners .........................................................................................................39

Gutknecht-Gmeiner 2012

4

Evaluation EuroPeerGuid

I.
I. 1

Background and aims of the project EuroPeerGuid
European Peer Review

Peer Review as an external evaluation methodology that is rooted in higher education was adopted
for use in vocational education and training through three large-scale European projects between
2004 and 2009:


Peer Review in initial VET (the “mother” of all projects) 2004-2007, AT/04/C/F/TH-82000,



Peer Review Extended (2007), LE-78CQAF, EAC/32/06/13



Peer Review Extended II (2007-2009), LLP-LdV/TOI/2007/AT/0011.

The first round of projects was complemented by Peer Review Impact (2009-2011, 2009-1-FI1LEO05-01584). This project evaluated the institutional follow-up and effect of the pilot peer reviews
in the first three projects (i.e. the 4th phase of the Peer Review) and developed guidelines on how to
ensure the impact of Peer Review.
During the project Peer Review Extended II, some first attempts were made by SIAE – Slovenian Institute for Adult Education (Andragoški center Republike Slovenije) to use the European Peer Review
procedure also for guidance and counselling in a national setting.

I. 2

The project EuroPeerGuid

The project EuroPeerGuid (2010-2011, 2010-1-PT1-LEO05-05185) directly followed this tradition. It
aimed to take the endeavour one step further, adapting the European Peer Review Manual and the
Peer Review Tool-box for use in guidance and counselling in adult vocational education and training
(hereafter: guidance and counselling). The quality areas, criteria and indicators for guidance and
counselling had to be developed from scratch.
As in the previous projects, transnational cooperation served to obtain a common procedure that
could be used 1) in different European countries and 2) in transnational Peer Reviews, i.e. Peer Reviews with at least one Peer coming from another country.
A partnership of six organisations from Portugal, France, Finland and Slovenia was coordinated by
the Portuguese promoter CECOA - Centro de Formação Profissional para o Comércio e Afins. The
adapted Peer Review Manual and tool-box were tested in nine transnational pilots in Portugal, Slovenia and Finland (three per country) in 2012.

→ For a list of partners please consult the Annex.

II.
II. 1

Aims, topics and methods of the evaluation
Aims and evaluation questions

The main aim of the evaluation was to appraise the feasibility and suitability of the use of the European Peer Review procedure in guidance and counselling in adult vocational education and training
with a view to possible expansion to other institutions in guidance and counselling. In addition, impact, sustainability and added value of the project for the different countries involved were assessed
and at the European level the project’s contribution to the EQARF implementation.
The process evaluation concentrated on the nine pilot Peer Reviews. It followed the phases of the
Peer Review as described in the Manual.
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Graph 1:

Phases of the European Peer Review in guidance and counselling

NEXT PEER REVIEW

PHASE 4
Puttingplansintoaction(6 to 12
months)
• Formulatingtargets
• Clarifyingresources
• Actionplan andimplementation
• PlanningnextReview

PHASE 1
Preparation (min. 3 months)
• Gettingstarted
• InvitingPeers
• Self-EvaluationandSelfReport
• PreparingthePeer visit

PHASE 3
Peer report(4 weeks)
• Draftreport
• Commentsoftheguidancecentre
• Finalreport

PHASE 2
Peervisit(2do3days)
• Collectingdata
• Analysingdata
• Oralfeedback

Source: European Peer Review Manual for Educational and Vocational Guidance for Adults

Assessing the success of the transfer of Peer Review to guidance and counselling was the summative
part of the evaluation. Apart from the main evaluation questions, implementation fidelity in terms of
adherence to the procedure as laid down in the Manual, the toolbox, the training programme and
other pertaining documents had to be checked.
Additionally, since project development was still under way during experimentation, the evaluation
also followed a developmental (Patton 2010) and a formative approach: The evaluation strived to
discover new elements in the pilot implementation as well as give recommendations for further improvement. The formative findings of the evaluation were used in the finalisation of the project
products, they can be found in an interim report.
Evaluation questions were:


Is the Peer Review methodology suitable for guidance and counselling in adult vocational education and training?



Did the pilots comply with the process described in the Manual?



How can the Peer Review methodology be improved and fine-tuned to guidance and counselling?



How can Peer Review be conducted in small institutions ensuring openness and respecting fairness and protection of individual rights?



Is the Manual practical and user friendly? How can the Manual be improved according to the
perspectives of different users, i.e. facilitators, peers, guidance centres?




Should the Manual be more specified? Or should it be more flexible?

Is the training programme appropriate? What kind of adjustments does it need?


Was the European training useful and sufficient?
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What were the benefits of the European vs. the national training? How did they fit together?



Are the International Peer Reviews an added value? If yes, what kind of added value?



Are the quality areas and indicators suitable for the guidance and counselling field?



What kind of impact did the Peer Reviews have on the institutions?



What kind of added values does the project have for the countries involved? How is sustainability
ensured?



What did the project contribute to EQAVET implementation?

II. 2

Design and methods

The evaluation followed a mixed-method design with a triangulation of different stakeholders,
sources and methods including both quantitative and qualitative elements. A plethora of data and
sources were used:
Monitoring data on the pilot Peer Reviews


Peer Review database: overview of pilot Peer Reviews



Peer database containing all information from Peer applications



Information on national training: Training programme in English (aims, contents, agenda/schedule, methods), list of participants



Peer Review documents (Tool-box)
 Self-reports
 Peer Review Agenda
 Meta-evaluation of Peers
 Peer Review Report
 Other documentation of Peer Review, if possible: presentations, documentation of feedback
session, interview and observation guidelines, interview protocols, photos

Online questionnaires for participants in pilot Peer Reviews
In August and September 2012, three online surveys were conducted comprising quantitative and
qualitative questions. They included questionnaires for
 Peers
 Guidance Centres (Peer Review Facilitators, managers of reviewed centres)
 Counsellors involved in Peer Reviews
Participant lists for the survey were used as basis for an evaluation database that supports analysis
of participation.
Additionally, findings of self-reflection of project participants (documented during the Peer Reviews,
presented at the transnational meeting following the pilots) were used.
The assessment of the contribution of the project to EQAVET rests on earlier publications on the
subject and an expert analysis done by the evaluator.1
An interim evaluation report “Recommendations for Changes” of August 2012 containing recommendations for improvements was submitted to the project in September to facilitate use of evaluation findings for the finalisation of the project products. The report at hand gives general conclu1

A report on the “State of the Art of EQARF implementation and Peer Review” summing up an earlier investigation phase in
the project EuroPeerGuid did not provide relevant information on how Peer Reviews contributes to EQAVET.
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sions; the very detailed recommendations for improvement of the final products documented in the
interim report are not repeated.

II. 3

Available documentation and response rates

Monitoring data and process documentation on the Peer Reviews was comprehensive, the databases
complete with all relevant data. The (existence of the) documentation already showed adherence to
the requirements of the Peer Review procedure.
Response rates for both the questionnaire for guidance centres/guidance projects (89%, one guidance centre from Slovenia did not respond) and Peers (86%; 100% for France and Portugal) were very
high.
Table 2:

Response rates in %
Country

Guidance
Centres

Peers

Counsellors

Finland (FI)

100

75

36

France (FR)

NA

100

NA

Portugal (PT)

100

100

50

Slovenia (SI)

67

89

63

89

86

48

Total

Source: EuroPeerGuid Survey of Guidance Centres, Peers and Counsellors;
NA: not applicable since no Peer Review was conducted in France

Getting responses from counsellors was not easy, just about half of the invitees responded. Some of
the counsellors had only been involved in the Peer Review as interviewees and therefore probably
had less intrinsic motivation to participate in the survey, others had been taking part in different
roles and thus had to fill out more than one questionnaire – which also decreased enthusiasm to
participate in the counsellors’ survey. Yet, 3 of the 5 “multi-functional” counsellors actually responded to all of their questionnaires. Given the difficulties mentioned above, the distribution of
responses according to countries and Peer Reviews was also quite satisfactory: Counsellors from all
countries were included and only from 2 guidance centres there were no responses from counsellors.

→ For details, see also tables in the Annex.
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III.
III. 1

Peer Review Pilots
Participation in Peer Review pilots

The following overview shows the participating institutions and the timetable for the Peer Reviews:
Table 3:

Schedule of Pilot Peer Reviews

Code

Guidance centre res. project

12_01_FI

KUUMA OpinOvi -projekti/Keuda

March 13, 2012

12_02_FI

OhjausPiste -projekti/Edupoli

March 15, 2012

12_03_FI

OpinOvi L-U -projekti/Luksia

March 14, 2012

12_04_PT

CECOA - Centro de Formação Profissional para o Comércio e Afins

May 10-11 2012

12_05_PT

Centro Novas Oportunidades da Fundação Alentejo

May 17-18, 2012

12_06_PT

Centro de Formação Profissional da Indústria de Calçado

May 14-15, 2012

12_07_SI

Svetovalno Središče Ljubjana

May 8, 2012

12_08_SI

Svetovalno Središče Murska Sobota

May 9, 2012

12_09_SI

Svetovalno Središče Žalec

May 9, 2012

Date

Source: EuroPeerGuid Pilot Database

As can be seen from this overview, most visits to the guidance centres were consecutive. In Slovenia
and Finland, the overall visit period was longer, with one day of preparation and one day of assessment res. reflection; in these two countries, the Peer visits of the guidance centres were planned
together. In Portugal, two Peer Reviews (12_05_PT and 12_06_PT) were linked since they shared the
same transnational Peer.
In the Portuguese Peer Reviews, teams of 2 Peers were employed, in the Finnish and Slovenian Peer
Reviews, teams of 4 res. 5 Peers.
Broad variation of guidance provision reviewed enhances validity of transfer assessment
The guidance centres/projects participating represented different types of guidance provision: The
three Slovenian guidance centres were regional centres with local dislocations linked in a national
network of 14 centres, the Portuguese guidance centres were units within training providers and the
Finnish partner organisations reviewed guidance projects running in their institutions. This high variation of guidance provision within the pilots greatly enhances the validity of assessments concerning
transfer of Peer Review to guidance and counselling provision in general.
Table 4:

„Gross“ and „net“ participation
“Gross” participation
Functions
Directors

Nº

“Net” participation
Frequency

Nº

%

9

1 time

41

79

Facilitators

10

2 times

3

6

Peers

21

3 times

5

10

Counsellors

23

4 times

2

4

5 times

1
52

Total

63

2
100

Source: EuroPeerGuid Evaluation Database
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The main participants of the Peer Reviews were the directors, Peer Review Facilitators and involved
counsellors on the part of the reviewed centres and the Peers. Counting these functions leads to a
“gross” involvement of 63 people. Because of multiple roles, the “net” participation was 52.
Eleven people or about one fifth of the participants had taken part more than once in the pilot Peer
Reviews.
Table 5:

„Net“ participation by combination of roles
Combination of roles

Nº

Only Peer more than once

3

Peer & interviewed counsellor

3

Peer & facilitator

1

Peer, facilitator & interviewed counsellor

2

Facilitator & interviewed counsellor

1

Peer, director & facilitator

1

Total

11

Source: EuroPeerGuid Evaluation Database

Overall 5 people had acted as Peer more than once, three of those only as Peer (3 times, 4 times and
5 times), the two others as Peers and counsellors (2 res. 3 times as Peer).
7 people had experienced „both sides“, i.e. participated on the part of a reviewed institution and also
as a Peer. 5 of them came from the three Slovenian guidance centres, which were also generally the
most active in sending Peers to other countries, 2 from Finnish institutions. One Slovenian Peer had
experienced both the Slovenian and the Portuguese approach as a Peer in addition to being part of
the Peer Review process at his/her own institution. These “multiple experiences” were considered
when using the feedback from the questionnaires.
With 18 out of 21 Peers participating in the online survey, the survey results provide a representative
picture of the diversity of roles and experiences of Peer Review participants including double and
triple functions.
Background of the Peers (Peer Database): Peers mainly came from guidance and counselling and
adult education, two from higher education/research, one from vocational training and one from an
educational authority.

Gutknecht-Gmeiner 2012

10

Evaluation EuroPeerGuid

III. 2

Trainings and preparatory meetings

Training and support were offered to Peers and guidance centres both on European and national
level.


A European Peer Training was held on Nov. 16-18, 2011 in Lisbon on the premises of CECOA. 26
people from the project took part, 18 (or 35% of net participants in pilot Peer Reviews, see
above, and 62% of the participating Peers) of which also participated in the pilot Peer Reviews in
different functions: as Peers, but also as directors, facilitators and interviewed counsellors. There
was at least one Peer in each of the Peer Reviews who had taken part in the European Peer
Training.



Additionally, national trainings and preparatory meetings where held in Finland and Slovenia.
They were mainly geared towards the Peers. For Portugal, no data on national support is available.2



Additionally, a special preparatory meeting was held for the transnational Peers in Slovenia on
the day before the start of the Peer Visits.

Exhibit 6:

National trainings and preparatory meetings

Finland
1st training in September 2011
2nd training 2.2.2012, 11 participants from all three participating organisations
Slovenia
1st meetings of Coordinators and national Peers on 26.3.2012
2nd meeting: Preparation of Peer Visit on the eve of the Peer Visits 7.5.2012, Coordinators, national
and international Peers; special preparation for international Peers
3rd meeting: Final day of Peer Visit, 10.5.2012, Coordinators, national and international Peers
Source: Pilot documentation by participating institutions

European Peer Training
The European Peer Training was more general in nature, i.e. giving an introduction to the Peer Review methodology. It comprised a lot of practical sessions but did not aim to include the preparation
of the actual Peer Reviews since the Peer Reviews were scheduled for a much later date. Still, for the
Finnish and Slovenian Peer Reviews, schedules for the visits were elaborated and coordinated with
the prospective Peers.
The European Peer Training was considered very useful or useful by the Peers, but also by the participants from guidance centres attending.

2

One Portuguese guidance centre mentioned that they received some extra support in the project, but it was not possible
to establish what this support was.
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Table 7:

European training – assessment of usefulness
Assessments

Guidance Centres
Nº

%

Peers
Nº

%

Very helpful

3

60,0

9

64,3

helpful

2

40,0

5

35,7

not very helpful

0

0,00

0

0,00

not helpful at all

0

0,00

0

0,00

Total

5

14

Source: Online Surveys of Guidance Centres and Peers

For the facilitators it was deemed useful to get an in-depth introduction to the whole methodology.
The Peers mentioned the following advantages of European Peer Training:
• Getting to know Peer Review: the spirit and the process
• Exchange of experiences in general
• Exchange of experiences in Peer Review: comparisons and new ideas
• Practical examples
• Build up feeling that you can do this kind of work on an international level
Coming to a common understanding of the “spirit” of Peer Review – its improvement-oriented approach and its reliance on the professionalism of practitioners (and not on compliance with bureaucratic requirements) – is perhaps the most important task for a European Peer Training.
Very important were the instructions concerning on how to approach (friendly approach). I tend to observe that a lot of people tend to be supervisors. They even enjoy their roles. That way they become easily
fearful. So this is very important. I can tell you that I am already in another project concerning establishing
quality and when we had a training there was some part of team (Slovenians) that did not participate in
peer review and had no knowledge of it. When they were asked how would they behave in peer review
situation, the immediately took the role of supervisor, the one that is threatening, the one that should be
fearful. This is a point where I must give you all the credit for taking care of it among us, your listeners.
Practically everything. Especially important was an explanation about friendly approach because in these
occasions people tend very much to act like supreme supervisors and in practice it showed that this friendly approach (or friendly criticism) is of crucial importance when executing peer review. (Peer)

Another advantage for the Peer Teams but also for the facilitators was that Peer Teams could meet
with international Peers in person before Peer Review – provided all Peers attend. It was also a good
opportunity for networking on national and international level.
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European Peer Training, Lisbon, Nov. 16-18, 2011

In the Peer Training held in EuroPeerGuid, the participant group was large for an interactive and participatory training format with practical exercises. In addition, the group included different target
groups: Besides those who wanted to become Peers (the target group), there were also participants
who wanted to become facilitators and other persons who were just generally interested. For all of
these different needs and requirements, the 2.5 days were too short. Also people wanted time for
exchange. All of this resulted in a reduced training programme. Parts that were not or only briefly
covered were: Quality Areas and indicators, analysis and assessment and written reporting.
In the future, European Peer training should be planned together with other training opportunities
on the national level so that trainings would also complement each other. Goals and target groups
should be made clear before the training. Different training programmes/sessions should be delivered to different target groups and the participant groups should be smaller if intensive participation
and practical training elements are important. As group of experienced Peers increases, the training
could also be split into a beginners’ training and an advanced training (e.g. for Peer Coordinators).
National trainings and preparatory meetings
The national trainings and preparatory meetings directly supported the preparation of the Peer Reviews.
Exhibit 8:

National trainings and preparatory meetings in Finland and Slovenia

Finland
1st training in September 2011
2nd training 2.2.2012, 11 participants from all three participating organisations
Slovenia
1st meetings of Coordinators and national Peers on 26.3.2012
2nd meeting: Preparation of Peer Visit on the eve of the Peer Visits 7.5.2012, Coordinators, national
and international Peers; special preparation for international Peers
3rd meeting: Final day of Peer Visit, 10.5.2012, Coordinators, national and international Peers
Source: Pilot documentation by participating institutions
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Preparatory Meeting Slovenia

In addition to European Peer Training, national training was considered important for Peer Reviews.
It was used to give the basic idea of Peer Review to those who had not participated in the European
training, to go through the procedure step by step and to prepare the Peer Review in detail, including
the formulation of questions to be asked during the interviewees.
To me it seemed very well that in the national training we acquired new knowledge concerning the situation in practice, in which will be peer review derived and search together for solutions that would be most
suitable. We could discuss all stages in detail. We were going very systematically through all phases of the
process, new knowledge was associated with practical work.

The national training was deemed very helpful by the Peers.
Other preparatory meetings
A preparatory meeting for international Peers was conducted in Slovenia. It was considered very
useful, because it supplied the necessary context for the international Peers. A joint meeting of international and national Peers would still be more preferable, according to some Peers, but cannot
always be conducted due to time and budget constraints.
Table 9:

National training and preparatory meetings – assessment of usefulness
Assessments
Very helpful

Peers
Nº

%
13

92,9

helpful

1

7,1

not very helpful

0

0,0

not helpful at all

0

0,0

14

100,0

Total

Source: Online Survey of Peers (online Slovenian and Finnish Peers, the Portuguese and French Peer(s) indicated that they had not received national training)

Recommendations for future Peer Trainings
For the future, careful and joint planning of all trainings delivered is recommended, target groups
and levels of competence need to be considered to ensure that esp. newcomers get the “full pro-
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gramme” – be it in European or in national training or in a combination of both. European and national Peer Training can complement each other. European Peer Training is especially apt for providing a common understanding of Peer Review, transnational exchange and “matchmaking” (finding
Peers) for subsequent Peer Reviews; National trainings could assume a more preparatory function,
i.e. preparing the actual Peer Visits. If not all Peers can take part in the European Peer training, the
national training will have to include all important aspects of the Peer Training.
Contents: While “knowing-the-model”, i.e. the process and practical details of Peer Review, is important, this should not lead to neglect of the general philosophy, ground-rules and attitudes that characterise Peer Review. It must be ensured that the “spirit” of Peer Review and the attitude of the
“critical friend” is imparted to future Peers. Some theoretical background in quality management and
evaluation is necessary (see also Peer Training curriculum).
Methods: As to the didactical approach, practical application and experimentation, observation and
simulation buttress the aim of Peer Training to prepare the Peers for their task. “Case studies” of
Peer Reviews (cf. also Peer Review Extended II) and/or real cases (e.g. the preparation of the Peer
Reviews the Peers are going to participate in) should be used.
III.2.1

Level of preparation

People responsible in guidance centres felt mostly very well prepared (6 very well, 2 well prepared).
They also felt that the Peers who visited them were very well prepared for their task (7 very well, 1
well prepared).
The Peers themselves were a little more critical than the guidance centres in the assessment of their
preparatory level: Still all of them felt well (9 respondees) or very well (9) prepared. The 4 Peers who
had not had any national training were among those who only felt well prepared, for them the interval between training and the Peer Review was quite long (about 6 months).3

III. 3

Quality Areas

Quality Areas: All guidance centres followed the recommendation to choose two quality areas. Reviewing two quality areas gave the Peer Reviews some breadth („one would be too narrow“) without
overburdening the process. So selecting two quality areas for a Peer Review seems to be an ideal
solution.
The quality area chosen for 8 out of 9 Peer Reviews was the QA 4 “Guidance process”, followed by
QA 5 “Partnership” (5 out of 9). QA 6 “Information and promotion” was picked twice, QAs 1 “Potential clients of Guidance“ and 7 “Results“ in one Peer Review each.
Not tested in the pilot phase were the following quality areas:
Quality Area 2: “Staff”
Quality Area 3: “Resources, Equipment, Databases, Instruments”
Quality Area 8: “Effects”
Quality Area 9: “Management, Administration, Organisation”

3

Yet, among the 9 who “only” felt well prepared, there were also 4 Peers who had had European as well as national training. Obviously, their assessment criteria for “feeling prepared” were on a higher level and this led to a response shift.
Comments of the Peers point to personal feelings of “preparedness” and individual efforts taken to prepare oneself which
did not meet their own expectations.
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2

12_02_FI

2

1

12_03_FI

2

1

12_04_PT

2

1

1

12_05_PT

2

1

1

12_06_PT

2

12_07_SI

2

1

1

12_08_SI

2

1

1

12_09_SI

2

1

1

8

5

18

Management &
Administration

QA 9

Effects

QA 8

Results

1

1

2

QA 7

Information & promotion

QA 6

Partnership

QA 5

12_01_FI

Total

1

Guidance process

QA 4

QA 3

Resources, Equipment

Staff

QA 2

QA 1

Code

Potential clients

Quality Areas chosen
Nº of QAs (2)

Table 10:

1
1

1

0

0

2

1

0

0

As stipulated in the Manual, all Peer Reviews covered one “core” quality area (i.e. one of QAs 1, 2, 4,
7 or 8).
The frequent choice of the guidance process matches the intention of Peer Review to investigate the
core process of the provision. Since 4 of the 9 quality areas were not tested at all (2 of which are also
among the core quality areas), the feedback on the application of the quality areas and indicators is
limited to those 5 areas that were used.
Indicators: Concerning the quality areas tested, feedback from participants showed that the indicators were useful and their number optimal.
There was some demand for further explanations and measures for the indicators on the national
level as well as some additional national indicators.
It would be very difficult to prepare such measures on European level. For this reason the solution proposed when preparing the Manual before the testing phase, that the measures has to be developed at national level, can be confirmed. (SIAE 2012: Inputs to the Manual)

So the idea is to have a set of common European indicators for each Quality Areas that is complemented 1) by additional national indicators (if necessary) and 2) by national measures underpinning
the indicators. Examples of national measures could be included in the manual.

III. 4
III.4.1

Preparation of the Peer Review (Phase 1)
Preparation in the guidance centres

The preparation of the Peer Review in the guidance centres started at least a year before the pilots,
for those who were also official project partners even earlier: during the project application phase or
right after selection of the project. According to the guidance centres, key personnel was informed
early on and most of the time the teams in the guidance centre were directly involved in the preparation of the Peer Review – in the self-evaluation, the writing of the self-report or the organisational
preparation (cf. also the results from the survey of counsellors, Chapter IV.1). Yet, there seems to
have been a demand for more comprehensive information on Peer Review on the part of the coun-
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sellors (ibidem). In some institutions, where guidance and counselling is only part of the provision,
the other units of the institution were also informed of the Peer Review.
III.4.2

Self-report

The self-reports were a good basis for the Peer Review for almost all the Peers (16 of 17 respondees).
III.4.3

Preparation in the Peer Teams

In the opinion of the Peers, a thorough and careful preparation is decisive for a high-quality Peer
Review.
For the preparation of the Peer Visits, the Peers read the self-reports and engaged in a fair amount of
e-mail communication prior to the pre-meeting of the Peers res. the Peer Visit; meeting in person
was only possible, if at all, in national contexts. In some Peer Teams, the interview questions for the
Peer Visit were already prepared by the individual Peers, in other cases this was done in the preparatory meeting just before the Peer Visit. In Slovenia, a guideline for self-report assessment was drawn
up and used by the Peer teams for the preparation of the Peer Visits.
Receiving systematic support from the national project partner in the preparation phase (national
trainings) was considered very beneficial for this preparatory phase. Also knowing the Peers in advance (e.g. having met in the European Peer Training) made things easier.
Agreement was unanimous among Peers that the pre-meetings of Peers on the eve of the visits were
prerequisites for a professional Peer Review. In these meetings, the data collection was thoroughly
planned – including the interview questions that different groups would be asked – and the distribution of tasks agreed upon (who would interview which groups, who would take notes, who would
observe).
Because we were in different countries, we read and prepared the self review on our own, then we spend
a long time together, before the peer visit. This preparation (pre-meeting) is very very important and
enough time has to be dedicated to this meeting. It allows peer to meet each other, decide how to work
and to agree on the questions.

A number of Peers highlighted the importance of reserving enough time for this preparation in the
team, especially for preparing tailored interview questions. This is important to keep in mind, if more
than one Peer Visit has to be prepared covering different quality areas – and hence also requiring
different sets of questions.
Peers also confirmed the “division of labour” between note-takers and interviewers in Peer Teams
that had been used also in the other Peer Review projects. For the preparation of the Slovenian Peer
Reviews a self-report assessment form was developed to facilitate the appraisal of information from
the self-report.
The main interview groups were counsellors, clients and stakeholder; among the stakeholders were
e.g. support partners, external partners, network partners, representatives of larger entities the
guidance centre belongs to etc.
The one-day Peer Visits usually had three interview rounds and no observations, the two-day Visits
included 5 to 7 interviews and in two cases also observations.
A tour of the premises was only conducted in the Peer Visits that lasted two days. It was deemed
particularly useful for judging the privacy of guidance activities, i.e. whether confidential work of the
counsellor and client is ensured.
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III. 5

Peer Visit (Phase 2)

III.5.1

Agenda

The Agendas of the Peer Visits followed the recommendations of the Manual. In all Peer Visits, provisions had been made to interview clients.
Peer Visit Agendas

12_01_FI

1

0,5

12_02_FI

1

12_03_FI

1

1

0,5

1

1

1

3

1

0,5

1

1

1

3

12_04_PT

2

0,25

1

1

1

12_05_PT

2

0,5

12_06_PT

2

0,1

2

1

2

12_07_SI

1

0,5

1

1

1

3

12_08_SI

1

0,5

1

1

1

3

12_09_SI

1

0,5

1

1

1

3

9

8

9

1

2

1

1
1

Tour premises

Observation

Other staff

Nº

1

Total

1

Clients

Preparation
days

Duration
days

Code

Stakeholder

Interviews
Counsellors

Peer Visit

Management/
coordinators

Table 11:

4

5

1

1

7*

1

1

6

3

1

2

3

Source: EuroPeerGuid Evaluation database, information gleaned from pilot documentation
(Agendas, Peer Review Reports)
* No information in Agenda concerning types of interviewees.

In one Peer Review there was no time for the preparatory meeting of the Peers on the eve of the
Visit and there was only very little time to prepare on the first day of the visit (about one hour according to the schedule) This was assessed as something „that did not work so well“ by one Peer.
III.5.2

Linking visits in Slovenia and Finland

The special Peer Review agendas in Slovenia and Finland, with all Peer Visits taking place in one
week, one right after the other, worked very well and made it possible to include transnational Peers
at lower costs than in separate Peer Visits. For the guidance centres involved the experience was
very positive, of the Peers involved 2/3 felt the experience was positive, for 1/3 it was partly positive.
The partly positive assessments were due mainly to time constraints: Some thought the schedule
demanding, since there was little time for the individual Peer Visit. A week of Peer Visits was also
deemed strenuous for the Peers. Additionally, doing one Peer Visit after the other poses the challenge of not mixing up Peer Reviews. If time was short during the preparatory meeting, the preparation could also not be as tailored to the individual site as in single-site-visits. Thus preparation time
for Peer Visits must be adapted if three consecutive visits are held: This may result in a more thorough preparation before the team actually meets or in an extended pre-meeting of Peers.
Overall, it was a good experience for those involved and an emerging practice that might inform future Peer Reviews since it allowed for 1) a common preparation before the visit, 2) a common assessment and comparison after the visit and 3) a joint reflection and meta-evaluation of the Peer
Teams. As one Peer who had experienced both visit schedules put it:
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For me it was a very positive experience the exchange of peers in the peer review in Finland and in Slovenia. Having the experience from Finland, it was then easier to organise everything in Slovenia. I had the experience being the international peer in three peer reviews in tree consecutive days in Finland. This was
very interesting, as each case was different, but there were also connections, common problems etc. But it
was also very intensive and I think, if I would have had to be also in a fourth peer review, it would have
been too much. It helped that we were two international peers from Slovenia, we worked in a pair. But
from the experience that we got in Finland, when preparing the Peer Reviews in Slovenia, we decided that
is enough for the international peer to take part in two Peer Reviews in one week. To have the model of
executing different Peer Reviews in one week, and to meet together the first and the last day, was a very
good experience in Finland and in Slovenia. The model worked well. (Peer)

Peer Visit Keuda, Finland

III.5.3

Involvement of clients

Inclusion of clients as interviewees was deemed very important by guidance centres and Peers. Clients were willing to talk and also felt honoured to be interviewed.
We think clients’ involvement must be “compulsory”. Their feedback is crucial to allow our work improvement. Our clients felt very grateful to allow their contributions in our work.” (Guidance Centre)
Involving clients in the Peer Review is crucial for a 360° overview of the services that are being reviewed.
In our experience, clients are pretty much available for giving their opinion and happy to be part of the
process. It is also very important to explain and to enhance to clients the importance of their inputs to the
Peer Review. (Guidance Centre)
The involvement of clients was crucial to the success of the Peer Review. Clients gave their opinion freely
and I believe they've helped the Peers better understand the Guidance Centre. (Guidance Centre)

The Peers reported many positive experiences
Interview with clients was a very good experience. We had a group interview and my feeling is that they
were relaxed and they told us very interesting things. (Peer)
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It was very important to validate information. (Peer)
Both in Portugal and in Slovenia, the clients were very open and informative. We sensed no problems
whatsoever concerning their involvement. A lot of them felt much obliged that they were picked to be interviewed. I think this is a case of good practice in general. I fully support the idea of involving clients. But I
don’t support the idea that peer review should not be executed if clients are not involved. Still I think they
are of crucial importance to get an outside feedback concerning the quality of work of the institution.
(Peer)

but also touched upon critical aspects, e.g. of language problems and a general tendency of clients to
say „friendly things“ about the guidance provision:
Clients are definitely a challenge. They didn't speak English. The answers were intended to "help" the centre. They only said the good procedures and results, and couldn't say the areas of improvement.
It would have been interesting to meet less satisfied clients. (Peer)

Table 12:

Involvement of clients
Degree of client involvement

Guidance Centres
Nº

%

Peers
Nº

%

Clients fully represented

5

71,4

8

53,3

Clients sufficiently represented

1

14,3

6

40,0

Clients not sufficiently represented

1

14,3

1

6,7

Clients not at all represented

0

0,0

0

0,0

Total

7

100,0

15

100,0

Source: Online Surveys of Guidance Centres and Peers

Feedback shows that sufficient inclusion of clients was achieved in almost all pilots (with some bad
luck when interviewees fell sick), in more than half the cases, both Peers and guidance centres
thought that clients were fully represented. Yet, guidance centres were more optimistic about representation of clients than Peers. If guidance is organised as a project with walk-in clients that are not
registered, clients to be interviewed are hard to find.
There were different opinions on whether a Peer Review could also be conducted without client involvement. According to one Guidance Centre, a prerequisite of evaluating the guidance provision is
that clients “should be registered in some way“ in order to be able to invite them for interviews. The
problem of finding clients or clients dropping out because of illness was also mentioned by the Peers
that had participated in Peer Reviews where this had been the case.
So the involvement of clients in certain types of guidance provision remains a challenge. Especially in
provision with walk-in clients, interview opportunities will be difficult to plan. It remains open
whether guidance provision (esp. the core process in QA 4) can be evaluated without hearing the
clients as the most important stakeholder group.

III. 6

Peer Teams

Size of Peer Teams
The Manual specifies that: “The European Peer Reviews will be carried out by teams of 2 - 4 Peers. (If
larger Peer Teams are employed, the number of Peers should not exceed 8). Since guidance centres
usually have a small number of counsellors it would certainly not be possible or sensible to form
large groups of peers. Four peers would be only suitable in cases of larger guidance centres. In all
other cases we recommend that the peer review group consist of two peers.”
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In the Portuguese Peer Reviews, to Peers each were employed. Peer Teams within the Peer Pilots in
Slovenia and Finland, however, were composed of 4 Peers (in Slovenia a fifth Peer responsible for the
simultaneous translation sometimes also took part) that always worked together as a whole team
with different tasks:
- 2 international Peers asking questions
- 1 National Peer taking notes
- 1 National Peer observing and listening.
This was also a new way of working in the Peer teams when compared to the earlier projects, where
Peers used to split up in “tandems” (two Peers each would do separate interviews/observations) to
be able to gather more feedback. Also the interviewing was usually done rather by the national Peers
(with international Peers asking special questions in between) or the Peers in the tandem alternated
the role of interviewing and note-taking. The rationale for teams of 4-5 people was that Peers could
alternate roles and that this would lessen the burden on the teams when doing consecutive Peer
Reviews. In addition, as many practitioners as possible should be given the opportunity to participate
in the pilots. For the future, smaller teams are planned or teams would split up during Peer Visits.

Peer Visit Slovenia

The Peers had positive experiences in both settings, i.e. both in the teams of 2 and in the teams of 4
to 5 Peers. The advantage of larger teams is the broader perspective and more inputs and discussions as well as the distribution of tasks to a larger number of people. The latter decreases the workload for the individual Peer, which is important if the overall time spent on Peer Visits extends over a
week. The advantage of smaller teams is easier coordination (and less costs). As one Peer put it:
More discussion were in the big group, I think. Maybe more opinions too...

One Peer who experienced small and large teams pointed to the fact that in small teams very good
cooperation on the personal level and flexibility in switching roles are prerequisites, or to put it in
other words: if this is not the case, there will be greater problems in a small team than in a larger
team where cooperation can be more formalised.
When the team is smaller, the level of cooperation raises even higher, since two people must be very synchronised to execute a task. That was my experience. What is needed to understand here is that the smaller the team, the larger the level of cooperation and understanding that is needed, because mixing of the
roles inevitably comes up, so patience is needed. The larger the team, the more transparent things are,
and in these occasions professional approach is all that is needed. (Peer)
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In larger Peer Teams, the role of the Peer Coordinator becomes more important.
Roles in Peer Teams
In all Peer Pilots, national Peers assumed the role of Peer Coordinators and all the partners assumed
that this could be introduced as a positive suggestion in the Manual. The underlying rationale was
that direct contact with the organisation in preparation of Peer Review is much easier if the Peer
Coordinator is at least in the same country. There is also less room for misunderstandings (language,
common experience) in this phase if you are from the same country. In previous Peer Reviews (in
VET), peer coordinators also often visited the institution before the Peer Review in order to develop
the Peer Visit Agenda. For this, you also need to be near-by. To sum it up, the EuroPeerGuid testing
phase corroborated findings from earlier projects that Peer Coordinators from the national Peer pool
facilitate preparation.

III. 7
III.7.1

Peer Review Report (Phase 3)
Feedback session

According to the counsellors who participated in the feedback sessions, the feedback was presented
by the Peers in a professional, i.e. non-offensive and acceptable manner.
III.7.2

Timeliness

Timeliness of reporting is an important factor for usefulness of the report. In seven Peer Reviews, the
Peer Review Reports were submitted on time (cf. Pilot Database; for the other two Peer Reviews, no
information on timeliness of submission is available).
III.7.3

Usefulness of feedback

Seven of the eight guidance centres said that the feedback they received from the Peers (in the
feedback session and in the report) was useful, one assessed it as partly useful.
Similarly, of the counsellors involved, 7 reported that the feedback of the Peers (oral and/or Peer
Review report) adequately presented the situation in their institution, 2 that it partly represented
the situation in their institution.
As one guidance centre summed up the experience: The feedback was “useful in two ways: confirm
our thinking and add some new views“.

III. 8
III.8.1

Putting plans into action (Phase 4)
Communication of results

Important decision-makers within the institution had usually already taken part in the feedback session. All guidance centres except one reported (planned) additional activities to communicate the
results internally to staff that had not participated in the feedback session. They included: communicating and discussing results in meetings with managers and staff and sending or making available
the Peer Review Report on an internal platform and via email.
III.8.2

Follow-up

Five of the guidance centres will act upon the feedback from the Peer Review, three will use parts of
the feedback. For some guidance centres external conditions are volatile and they have to take them
into account in development planning.
In one of the guidance centres, the feedback of the Peers constitutes an input into the Quality Assurance and Development Framework. It will be integrated in the institution’s Quality Management
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System as improvement suggestions and then follow the normal improvement procedures including
action planning, implementation, verification and measurement.
In another institutions, a guidance group was formed to develop guiding services taking into consideration the findings of the Peer Review.
Four guidance centres report developments concerning specific operational, but also strategic aspects of their provision, e.g.
External visibility:
 improving the institution’s profile and visibility with external stakeholders,
Accessibility and new target groups:
 Focusing on target groups not yet served
Data collection and analysis:
 collecting and analysing more data on provision and in a more systematic way, analysing effects of provision,
 developing and including qualitative analysis
 obtaining more feedback from clients
Partnerships and networking: further develop partnerships and networks
Expanding services in the region

III. 9

Effects

The main effects of the Peer Review on the guidance centres are the improvements implemented as
a result of the Peer Review. Additionally, three guidance centres reported other effects of the Peer
Review. They include


getting to know Peer Review as an external evaluation methodology



professional development and internationalisation through international networking, working in
a foreign language and working abroad.

Staff of five guidance centres (from Finland and Slovenia) also participated as Peers in Peer Reviews
of other guidance centres. This also had some effects on the guidance centres:


Strengthening internationalisation
The good experience of the Peers has strengthened our vision of the importance of staff exchange with
foreign partners. We have decided to apply for a staff exchange project next year.



Learning about Peer Review



Learning about the activities of other guidance centres



New cooperation with partners at local level and customers

For the Peers, the most often reported effect was that they had become familiar with the Peer Review methodology. One Peer mentioned that s/he even thinks of other areas where Peer Review
could be used.
Linked to the experience with Peer Review is the development of evaluation competence:
•

Learning how to do evaluation, esp. qualitative evaluation

•

Understand that there can be different perspectives on the same thing
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•

Understand that a friendly and professional attitude is important for qualitative evaluation

•

Gain experience in interviewing and reporting (also getting experience “how to ask questions so
that the intervieews don't get the feeling that it is a kind of inspection“)

Another area of professional and personal growth are the personal contacts and relationships forged
through the Peer Review and the international dimension:
•

Gain “friends, business associates and future partners” for international projects

•

Develop courage to do international work

•

Experience international cooperation through close working relationships in the Peer Team

•

Getting to know other systems

The involvement in different roles proved to be an “educational experience” and gave a much more
comprehensive insight into Peer Review.
It was very useful to get to know both roles: being a peer and being reviewed - in this way you get the
whole perspective of the method. (peer, counsellor)
I also acted as the leader of a peer team with being the one in charge of writing the final report. This added
to my experiences greatly and it was priceless. Since I also participated in peer review as a counsellor, I can
say that I had an opportunity to look at the subject from all angles, which enabled me to understand this
process as much as possible from available experiences (peer, counsellor)

IV. Cross-cutting issues
IV. 1

Involvement of counsellors

4 of the 12 counsellors responding to the survey had also participated as Peers in another res. other
Peer Review(s). These 4 participants were also the ones that had participated both in the European
Peer Training and national training. The other 8 (66%) had not had any other experiences or training.
Except for two respondents the counsellors who gave feedback all were very actively involved in the
Peer Review in their institution, not only as interviewees. About half of them were involved in the
self-evaluation and writing of the self-report, a third also organised res. helped organise the Peer
Visit. On average, counsellors became active in about two activities before the Peer Review.
Table 13:

Involvement in preparation of Peer Review
Type of involvement

No.

% of cases

In the self-evaluation

7

63,6

In writing the self-report

6

54,5

In organising the Peer Visit

4

36,4

Other involvement

2

18,2

Not at all

2

18,2

21

190,9

Total
Source: Online Survey Counsellors, n=11

There was one respondent who generally felt s/he was not part of the Peer Review and was irritated
that s/he was invited to take part in the survey. S/he consistently gave lower marks. For the sake of
this first overview, this response will be excluded since it seems to be a special case. The remaining
11 respondents all gave predominantly positive feedback on the Peer Review:
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The information of counsellors prior to the Peer Visit could have been more comprehensive: Only 3
felt “very well” informed, 6 “well informed, the rest “not so well informed”. This seems to in contradiction with the high involvement of the counsellors (see above). It might point to the lack of a comprehensive information and introduction to Peer Review. Yet, it was clear to all counsellors that the
Peer Review deals with the quality of the institution as a whole and that Peers should not give feedback on individual staff.
Contentment with the interview situation was very high: The responding counsellors all felt that they
could talk openly and that their answers were valued. 8 of the responding counsellors also participated in the feedback session. At no time did they feel any tension or anxiety.
The feedback of the Peers also had a high relevance for the work of the counsellors – 8 of 10 said the
feedback concerned their work. The feedback was primarily not used to assess the performance of
counsellors as employees, still 3 people contended it did, although they then went on to say that it
had positive or no effects at all. Overall the effects on the work of the counsellors was positive (7
respondents) or there were not direct effects at all (5).
Positive results of the Peer Review were that


they received (international) recognition of their work



and were given the opportunity to compare with other institutions and other countries.

Concrete suggestions were also given by the Peers, e.g. concerning the use of qualitative methods in
evaluation. Peer Review also increased the cooperation with other institutions.
All counsellors confirmed that they would recommend participation in Peer Review to other counsellors. The four counsellors who had participated in different roles recognised a positive learning process that went both ways: the experience as an interviewed counsellor made the task of Peer easier
and working as a Peer provided valuable information on what to expect if one’s own institution
would be reviewed.
According to a number of Peers, during the Peer Visits there were some instances when the atmosphere was a little tense, especially at the beginning of interviews. The language barrier (English) also
created some tension. Peers proceeded by explaining the purpose of the Peer Review to the counsellors (“no audit”) and their function as Peers, i.e. colleagues who do the same work as the interviewees. They also used some “ice-breaking” questions. All of this helped put people at ease. They also
observed that in cases where counsellors had not been so much involved in the Peer Review process
they were more insecure and reserved. There were also questions about openness of counsellors
concerning improvement aspects of their work.
Another thing, which is important here, is that when I came to [site of Peer Visit], they were very afraid of
my presence. Counsellors worried about what is going to happen. They didn’t tell me that themselves, I got
a tip from one of the employees that there is a secret panic going on. I drew the conclusion that I needed
to do a “psychological monologue” to all involved as an introduction: I thoroughly explained the purpose
of this task, I explained that no one will be evaluated individually and that it is my job to look at the whole
picture of their counselling activities according to pre-decided quality areas. That made a very positive effect on participants since they found out that there is nothing to be afraid of. And this also was a part of
preparation information for the rest of peer team. (Peer)

So there remain caveats: Firstly, guidance centres and Peers must be aware of possible negative effects of the Peer Review on individual counsellors in order to counteract them. Secondly, there remains the question of what happens if people are only involved “at the fringes” so to say. The partly
negative feedback from the counsellor mentioned above might have been due to the unwillingness
to fill out the questionnaire. Yet, it could also reflect the reactions of people who are only involved to
a low degree – including a less favourable experience of the interview situation. Consequently, good

Gutknecht-Gmeiner 2012

25

Evaluation EuroPeerGuid

information and high involvement of counsellors in the overall process seems to be advisable to ensure a fruitful and beneficial experience for the counsellor(s) and the guidance centre as a whole.

IV. 2

Transnational aspects

Both guidance centres and Peers assessed the transnational aspect as very positive, with the Peers
being again a little more critical in their feedback.
Table 14:

Experience of transnational aspects
Assessment

Guidance Centres
Nº

%

Peers
Nº

%

positive

8

100,0

14

87,5

partly positive

0

0,00

2

12,5

negative

0

0,00

0

0,00

Total

8

100,00

16

100,0

Source: Online Surveys of Guidance Centres and Peers
Transnational peer review is a very good experience for all - national and international peers, so if the circumstances allow it (money, time etc.), it makes sense to always have transnational Peer Review. I think all
peers (national and international) as well as the organisation gain more from such visits. (Peer)

Including a transnational Peer was deemed very important for obtaining an external view. The Peers
from other countries also bring in different perspectives since they have “other views and ask different questions than your own people“ (Peer). S/he “will see some things that locals don’t, so his[her]
participation is always regarded as very helpful and educative.”
He/she always sees things in a little broader perspective since usually home peers are too enclosed in national ideology of how to do things as well as in their everyday problems that are similar in guidance centres across the country. Foreigner can bring very fresh perspectives on potential improvements on how to
do things in the future. (Peer)

Sharing of experience and transfer of good practice is another important point:
International peer can bring foreign experiences with him. Reviewed institution can get some very positive
feedbacks from international visitor. Both of them can experience widening of framework of thinking concerning the work we do. That means that peer can bring some perspectives, propositions, ideas with
him/her that could be very useful (or even ready to implement) for hosting organization and vice-versa.

International standards are also an asset:
With the help of involvement of transnational peers, we could further develop international standards in
the area of guidance work. With their contribution, these standards could in time become unified for
whole Europe, which would serve as manual for all that would come into game later in time.

Or “just” the opportunity of close cooperation with colleagues from other countries and cultures:
The Peer team is an occasion to work with somebody from another culture and background; it was very
rich. (Peer)
The cultural dimension of including the international peers. (Peer)

To sum it up:
There is a certain contribution to the peer review if a transnational peer is included: different point of view
on the same subject, sharing experience, better reference of the peer review (Peer).
The transnational Peer can be an excellent advisor, s/he can bring positive experiences from home, s/he
can be an outside neutral observer and analyser of situation according previously assigned peer review
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agendas. S/he can also provide a perspective that is mainstream in his/her country but alternative in peer
visiting country. This gives the option to the latter one to take good practices from abroad and implement
them at home. (Peer)

Obstacles identified were costs, time spent on traveling for transnational Peers, and esp. the language barrier. Problems with language, esp. delays in schedule, should be pointed out in advance.
Prerequisite for including a transnational Peer is that the whole Peer Team shares one language that
they can speak with sufficient fluency since constant translation within the Peer Team will not work:
“It is important, if all the participants are good in working language - if not, the participation of international peer can be disruptive and require too much time.“ (Peer)
Transnational Peers need to play an active role in order to contribute to the Peer Review. Smooth
integration of international Peer can be achieved through a good preparation, perhaps meeting the
transnational Peers before. (In EuroPeerGuid, the Peer Training provided a fertile ground for finding
Peers.) Important material should be translated into English, transnational Peers must also be furnished with information on the country/region and especially about the particulars of the guidance
and counselling provision (cf. above the special training for international Peers in Slovenia). It is also
important to make provisions for translations during the interviews beforehand. It is not always sensible to leave translating to the Peer Team who already have a lot of to do during the Visit.

IV. 3

Cooperation and reactions

As has been the experience in earlier Peer Review projects, the cooperation between the guidance
centres and the Peers was exceptional – only ratings of “very good” were given – and this was also
confirmed by both sides.
Table 15:

Cooperation between Guidance Centres and Peer Teams
Assessment

Guidance Centres
Nº

%

Peers
Nº

%

very good

8

100,0

16

100,0

good

0

0,0

0

0,0

some conflicts

0

0,0

0

0,0

not good

0

0,0

0

0,0

Total

8

100,0

16

100,0

Source: Online Surveys of Guidance Centres and Peers

Within the guidance centres and the Peer Teams, the cooperation was also very good or good and
without conflicts.
Table 16:

Cooperation within Guidance Centres res. Peer Teams
Assessment

Guidance Centres
Nº

%

Peers
Nº

%

very good

6

75,0

13

81,3

good

2

25,0

3

18,8

some conflicts

0

0,00

0

0,0

not good

0

0,00

0

0,0

Total

8

100,0

16

100,0

Source: Online Surveys of Guidance Centres and Peers
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V.

Dissemination and Valorisation

V. 1

Portugal

In Portugal, CECOA has been testing Peer Review for different types of provision in the past years –
for initial vocational education and training, continuing VET and now guidance and counselling.
The objective is to transfer the application of the Peer Review methodology within guidance for
adults in geographic terms with the help of the Portuguese partner Institute for the Employment and
Vocational Training IEFP (Instituto do Emprego e Formação Profissional). This is the institution responsible for executing the employment and VET policies in Portugal. It has a structure with five regional bodies and runs a national network of 87 New Opportunities Centres – the target group for
Peer Review in guidance and counselling. Apart from that it also incorporates 86 Job Centres and
Vocational Training Centres (31 of them directly managed, 23 indirectly managed).
Project partners will also hold local dissemination events.

V. 2

Finland

In Finland, Peer Review has been included in the "Quality Management Recommendations for Vocational Education and Training" in 2008, it is thus a methodology heavily promoted within the vocational sector.
In 2008 and 2009, a project was carried out in Finland in which the European Peer Review procedure
and criteria were tailored to Finnish initial and continuing VET. Furthermore, pilot Peer Reviews were
conducted on a national level in initial VET and support and training are available. A recent project
has created the quality areas, indicators and criteria for competence based vocation qualifications
and apprenticeship training.
Thus Peer Review is being used in different areas of education and training provision in Finland.
Through EuroPeerGuid Peer Review has now also been tested for guidance and counselling. There is
sample opportunity to spread the results to other providers in Finland. Partners have already begun
to use Peer Review in their networks. Additionally, the Ministry of Employment and the Economy
(MEE) is part of the EuroPeerGuid project.

V. 3

Slovenia

In Slovenia, Peer Review will be spread through the network of the 14 guidance centres. In September 2012, the method and results of the Peer Review were presented to the network. The final report is also available on the website of SIAE. Details of dissemination activities can be found in the
SIAE report (Report EuroPeerGuid in Slovenia) of June 2012.

VI. General assessment of Peer Review
The overall satisfaction with the Peer Review was very high:
All of the guidance centres recommend Peer Review to other institutions. Three fourths of them will
use Peer Review again, the remaining fourth will “perhaps use” Peer Review again.
It was positive that the Peer Team could find so essential and concrete improvement proposals. It was also
surprising how clearly the Peer Team could see and explain our strengths. (Guidance Centre)

All the Peers would recommend Peer Review to colleagues, two of them with the reservation that
enough time must be dedicated to the Peer Review.
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VI. 1

Added-value of Peer Review

According to the project participants, the added value of Peer Review – also in comparison to other
external assessment procedures (e.g. certification/accreditation etc.) lies mainly in three features:
 The improvement-orientation and the steering of the evaluation by the reviewed institution together with the Peers (instead of by an external body)
 the fact that the evaluation was conducted by colleagues from the same profession, from the
“grass-root level” as one respondent termed it and
 the qualitative approach.
Many respondents also explicitly mentioned the inclusion of internal and external stakeholders in the
data collection process and the different perspectives and direct communication this provided as an
added value of Peer Review. In fact, hearing the voices of relevant stakeholders is (should be?) a
characteristic of any good evaluation.
Another added value that was mentioned over and over again is the transnational aspect (cf. also
above Chapter IV.2).
Last but not least, all practitioners involved – the counsellors of the reviewed institution and the
Peers – experienced professional development through Peer Review.
The first thing to consider is that this is an excellent choice for counsellors to broaden their horizons, to
experience an insight from friendly sources. (Counsellor)

The improvement-orientation of Peer Review includes the following facets:
A positive atmosphere and “spirit of Peer Review”
“Non-inspection climate” (Guidance Centre)
Spirit of Peer Review is positive and aims at developing matters. (Guidance Centre)
We believe that the exchange of views in a frank manner, open, purposeful and positive spirit also reveals
a value added of the methodology of Peer Review. (Guidance Centre)

The ownership of the evaluation by the reviewed institution and the Peers
The assessment concerns areas of working (quality-areas) defined by the entity reviewed (Peer)
The added value is in relationship between peers and organization - there is no external accountability element in this activity. Peers are trying to give the organization an outside overview and the organisation
chooses which recommendations they find useful for them. It is a soft approach to improving everyday
praxis. (Peer)
In the external evaluation is the situation more stressful. External evaluator is a kind of executive, expert or
other authority, which gives the assessment another meaning, not just as a particular phase in the development of quality. (Peer)
Peer method is a method where strengths are looked for and areas of possible improvements are the final
contribution of peers. That means that reviewed institution is implementing improvements with the advice
of peer partners and still stays independent of all partners. They do not need to subdue to others’ opinions. Our national assessments/evaluations are done for the purpose of us (the centres) fulfilling the requirements of meeting the national plan. Peer review is something else. The purpose is something else.
The level of obligation is something else. (Counsellor)

Ownership of the evaluation process also extends to the level of counsellors, relieving them from
internal pressure
A lot of assessments and evaluations are done by bosses who are looking for faults. Peer review is purposed to introspect the situation on a collegial level, so all involved can relax without being afraid of potential repercussions and peers become partners in the future. (Counsellor)
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There are different advantages of being reviewed by Peers:
Peers speak the “same language”, understand what is going on and are “experts in the activities to
be evaluated”
The added value of peer review is that the interviewers are my peers, we speak the same language, we
understand each other’s ideas and concerns. (Counsellor)
This evaluation was different from other previous ones, because we were not evaluated by other institutions. Instead, we were evaluated by Peers. This mean that we were evaluated by someone who does the
same work, has the same doubts and gave some suggestions and possible solutions, based on their experience working with different centres and countries. The experience, integrity and knowledge of the Peers
made us feel sure and comfortable. They had experience, and they knew the reality of different centres
and different countries. All the knowledge that we acquired will help us taking decisions with a greater
confidence that the result will probably be positive. (Counsellor)
Peer review as a method is very good because the evaluation is done by peers who are well aware of the
activities and the content of the matter to be evaluated. (Guidance Centre)
For me in this case the added value was of course international participation and transnational exchange
of experience. Besides, when doing a peer review you have the opportunity to directly discuss things with
the colleagues from your field of work, and thus you can get direct ideas for improvements. (Peer)
Meeting people with similar experience. Peers are colleagues from the same type of organisation, other
external evaluations also include other experts. (Counsellor)

Feedback from Peers is more acceptable and there is opportunity for mutual learning
I think it is very good that in peer review colleagues receive feedback of the quality of their work from their
colleagues. I think that colleagues always very enthusiastically received positive assessment of their work.
If peers observe some not so good things, colleagues also know how to tell it well, so that the message is
not so painful. I think that the peer review is a great opportunity to learn from each other.
It is not only to write a report and come to certain conclusions and ideas for improvement, but also to
have a suitable feedback from other people on our work and to talk about it. (Guidance Centre)
In my experience the added value is incorporated in the word "peer". This is the most different characteristic of peer review regarding other evaluations. It is done by "peers", colleagues who come from similar
professional environments and from the same level. This can help to learn from the colleagues and exchange experiences. (Peer)
Peers have shared interest, they understand each others’ actions and problems and can together find ways
and subjects to develop. (Peer)
As an interviewed counsellor I felt understood by the peers, because they have similar work experiences.
Thus, I valued their suggestions. (Counsellor)

The qualitative approach
Other assessments are generally dealing with more quantitative analysis of data, if counsellors meet these
and these criteria, but peer review is completely focused on qualitative evaluation and can provide a much
broader picture of the quality of certain activities, possible areas of improvement, etc. (Counsellor)

Gutknecht-Gmeiner 2012

30

Evaluation EuroPeerGuid

VI. 2

Institutional vs. personnel evaluation in small institutions

There was some concern that a Peer Review could lead to an infringement of fairness standards in
small institutions since the institutional review would directly reflect on the performance of easily
identifiable staff and could – in the guise of reviewing the institution - in fact be used as a performance evaluation of staff. This could lead to anxiety and resistance of staff and have negative effects
on the procedure (less openness, potential for conflicts in the reviewed institution, negative experiences with Peer Review), but first and foremost would be unfair to staff involved.
How the counsellors fared in the Peer Review pilots has therefore been one of the topics of the evaluation. The counsellors who responded had all been very well informed from the start and had
played an active part in the Peers Review besides being interviewed during the Peer Visit. None of
them had experienced any tensions or anxieties, the effects of the Peer Review had been a recognition of their work. Yet, Peers reported that other counsellors had displayed some unease during the
Peer Visit, esp. those who obviously had not been so much involved prior to the Peer Visit. No problems arose, but this feedback does point to the necessity of putting a special focus on this particular
issue in small institutions.
The argument that Peer Review evaluates processes alone and individual staff are not addressed in
the first place does not hold up in the experts’ view. Since guidance is professional work, feedback
will at least partly also reflect on the individual performance – and will in most cases also be taken
more personally than in other occupations since personal mastery and judgement are central to professional work.
The recommendation therefore is to insert a paragraph at the beginning of the Manual addressing
this issue. Recommendations for a fair Peer Review could include:
On the part of the Guidance Centre


It must be made clear from the beginning that the Peer Review is an assessment on the institutional level and that no staff evaluation will be carried out.



It is important that counsellors are involved in the Peer Review from the start and are informed
that the Peer Review is not about staff evaluation. How this can be achieved in a small institution
should be made clear to all involved. Perhaps some provisions can also be made by the institution that this is guaranteed (i.e. through an agreement with the counsellors).

On the part of the Peers


The Peers should consider how their assessment can reflect on individual counsellors throughout
the Peer Review and especially in the reporting phase (oral feedback, report) and take special
care to give assessments which are general enough so as not to imply a staff evaluation - especially if there is some critical feedback.



If problems with this can be anticipated, a special reporting procedure can also be agreed upon –
giving more general feedback to the institution and having a special feedback session with the
counsellor(s) involved in which also more sensitive topics can be broached.

Good practices on how to deal with this issue could be included in the Tool-box.
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VII. Recommendations for the finalisation of the EuroPeerGuid products
Satisfaction with Manual was very high, contents were sufficient and thus no fundamental improvements were recommended for the Manual. Some respondents mentioned that they wanted the
Manual to be kept concise and not burden it with additional information.
Keep it short and simple: It has been one of the main outcomes of the previous Peer Review projects
that the Manual should be as short and “light” as possible because this makes it easier to use. That is
why additional information and support was moved to the tool-box. Some of the feedback in EuroPeerGuid also supports this approach.
The recommendation therefore is to keep the Manual as it is and put all supplements (also the selfreport assessment tool) into the tool-box. A second advantage of this approach is that the Manual
can be translated and published and continue to exist as the backbone of the procedure while the
tool-box may be changed or extended as additional experiences call for revisions.
The partners produced some additional tools that should be added to the toolbox, i.e. a guideline for
the analysis of self-reports, additional forms and examples of good practices of the project.
Detailed recommendations can be found in the interim report “Recommendations for Changes” of
August 2012.

VIII. General conclusions and recommendations
Successful transfer to guidance and counselling
The transfer of Peer Review to guidance and counselling was very successful. The pilots showed that
the methodology worked very well in this new setting: the Manual and the tools that had been transferred proved workable and useful, the implementation ran smoothly and according to the requirements in the Manual. The overall satisfaction with the Peer Review was very high.
Moreover, guidance centres obtained useful feedback that they will use for improving their provision
– the main aim of Peer Review. Beyond instrumental use of findings there had been multiple other
positive effects on both the institutions involved and the Peers – as had also been the case in earlier
Peer Review projects.
Additional contributions of the project
Apart from adapting the existing Peer Review methodology to guidance and counselling the project
also made some genuine contributions. They include the newly developed transnational framework
of quality areas for guidance and counselling and interesting novel practices in implementing peer
review, among them the connected Peer Visits and the support for Peers developed in particular by
the Slovenian partners. The project partnership was also dedicated to reflective practice, i.e. immediate reflection and learning from practice. This could be seen in particular in the Slovenian Peer
Reviews.
Two important issues for further development and dissemination of Peer Review
The project also tackled two issues that will continue to be of importance if Peer Review is to spread
to different types and activities of educational provision:
Involving unregistered clients: One is the question of involving clients in Peer Reviews if clients are
not usually registered as is the case in many outreach services and services for disadvantaged groups
where formalities for participation are low in order to facilitate access. No real solution had been
found how to deal with the situation if clients are not somehow approachable for interviews (apart
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from the practical solution to forego client interviews). Further experimentation could try to find
ways of making Peer Review work even in such difficult settings.
Fairness and protection of individual rights of practitioners in small institutions: The other issue concerns the size of the institution reviewed, which will be a topic for consideration not only in guidance
and counselling but also for VET, esp. continuing VET, where small institutions exist. The project
showed that Peer Review is possible also in small institutions, that institutions can handle possible
tensions professionally and that practitioners can be sufficiently at ease during the process. A good
understanding of Peer Review and its aims and involvement in the whole Peer Review process decreased tensions. For the future, some clear recommendations on how to deal with Peer Review in
small institutions would be desirable. A prerequisite is an awareness by involved institutions that a
clear distinction between personnel evaluation and institutional evaluation must be made and that
this is also reflected in the Peer Review process.
Added value of Peer Review
The project again showed that Peer Review has a distinct added value when compared to other
forms of external evaluation/certification/accreditation: It creates an open atmosphere and encourages mutual learning. Peers are more apt to understand what is going on in the institution and their
feedback is more acceptable. Peer Review supports improvement of institutions and professional
development of practitioners. Both sides – the reviewed and the reviewer – benefit.
Contribution to EQAVET
Over the past 10 years, the development of Peer Review has been closely linked to the Copenhagen
process and in particular to the development of the EQAVET recommendation. Peer Review follows
and integrates the criteria of the EQAVET and provides a new methodology for evaluation and assessment on the institutional level (Gutknecht-Gmeiner 2007a and 2007b). Peer Review has also
been the theme of a Thematic Group of the European Network on Quality Assurance in VET in 2008
und 2009. For the past two years, Peer Review has been a priority in the Leonardo da Vinci calls for
proposals. Thus, transferring Peer Review to guidance and counselling marks a next step in spreading
this new methodology, which is explicitly endorsed on the European level. It also seems an important
move in the light of efforts to coordinate and develop quality assurance of guidance and counselling
on the European level (ELPGN 2007; Gutknecht-Gmeiner/Molnar-Stadler 2012).
Since Peer Review is closely linked to the EQAVET, expanding Peer Review in the member states and
to other types of educational provisions will also support EQAVET implementation on the national
level.
Dissemination and sustainability
There are a couple of promising signs that the Peer Review procedure for guidance and counselling
developed and tested in EuroPeerGuid will be disseminated and achieve some sustainability:
First of all, the involved guidance centres plan to continue to use Peer Review. Since the project
partners included additional guidance centres for experimentation, there has been direct dissemination to the target group already within the project.
Secondly, potent project partners with a high leverage for dissemination are involved. So there will
be ample opportunities and means to further disseminate and use Peer Review in Portugal, Finland
and Slovenia.
Recommendations for the future
The main recommendation is to build upon the good results of EuroPeerGuid and to engage in further transfer of Peer Review in guidance and counselling – on the national level to other institutions,
but also to other countries. This transfer should include continued experimentation, evaluation and

Gutknecht-Gmeiner 2012

33

Evaluation EuroPeerGuid

development. As has been said before, not all crucial issues around Peer Review have been solved
yet and new challenges may arise when Peer Review is applied in other institutional or national contexts.
On the European level there is continuing interest in Peer Review and in the development of quality
assurance for guidance and counselling. By linking up with European policies in VET, AE and guidance
and counselling, Peer Review could be introduced in the QA discourse on guidance and counselling
on the European level.

Gutknecht-Gmeiner 2012

34

Evaluation EuroPeerGuid

IX. Documents and (re)sources
IX. 1

General documents and resources

European Lifelong Guidance Policy Network (ELGPN) since 2007, Online: http://ktl.jyu.fi/ktl/elgpn
[Last accessed on 12-10-31].
Gutknecht-Gmeiner, Maria; Molnár-Stadler, Katalin (2012): QALLLitative Report. A Qualitative Project
Analysis. Commissioned by the European Thematic Network QALLL – Quality Assurance in
LifeLong Learning, Vienna.
Gutknecht-Gmeiner, Maria (2007b): Peer Review and the CQAF. Peer Review as an innovative methodology for external evaluation in VET and its contribution to the further development of the
„Common Quality Assurance Framework“(CQAF). Contributions by Allulli, Giorgio; Koski,
Leena; Väyrynen, Pirjo; Molnar-Stadler, Katalin; Camps, Josep; Canyadell, Pere; Vienna.
Gutknecht-Gmeiner, Maria (ed.) (2007a): Implementing Peer Review as part of the CQAF. Scenarios
for Peer Review Implementation in Austria, Spain (Catalonia), Finland, Hungary, and Italy.
Contributions by Koski, Leena; Molnar-Stadler, Katalin; Allulli, Giorgio; Tramontano, Ismene;
Camps, Josep; Canyadell, Pere; Vienna.
Gutknecht-Gmeiner, Maria; Lassnigg, Lorenz; Stöger, Eduard; de Ridder, Willem; Strahm, Peter;
Strahm, Elisabeth; Koski, Leena; Stalker, Bill; Hollstein, Rick; Allulli, Giorgio; Kristensen, Ole
Bech (2007): European Peer Review Manual for initial VET. Vienna, June 2007.
www.peer-review-education.net

IX. 2

Documents and sources EuroPeerGuid

Products
Ready-to-test European Peer Review Manual for Educational and Vocational Guidance for Adults
(Oct. 2011)
European Peer Review Manual for Educational and Vocational Guidance for Adults (Oct. 2012)
Peer Review Tool-box
Reports and presentatios
State of the Art of EQARF implementation and Peer Review. Investigation Report.
Reflective Report on Peer Training, Lisbon, CECOA, 16.-18.11.2011, Maria Gutknecht-Gmeiner 2012.
SIAE (2012): REPORT EUROPEERGUID IN SLOVENIA. June 2012
SIAE (2012): Inputs for the Manual, powerpoint presentation.
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Documents and monitoring data


Peer Review database: overview of pilot Peer Reviews



Peer database containing all information from Peer applications



Information on national training: Training programme in English (aims, contents, agenda/schedule, methods), list of participants



Peer Review documents (Tool-box)
 Self-reports
 Peer Review Agenda
 Meta-evaluation of Peers
 Peer Review Report
 Other documentation of Peer Review, if possible: presentations, documentation of feedback
session, interview and observation guidelines, interview protocols, photos

www.europeerguid.eu
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XI. Annex
XI. 1

Response rates

Table 17:

Response rate “Guidance centres”
Country

Nº of
responses

% of
responses

Nº of
invitees

response
rate

Finland

3

37,5

3

100

Portugal

3

37,5

3

100

Slovenia

2

25

3

67

8

100

9

89

Total

Source: EuroPeerGuid Survey of Guidance Centres

Table 18:

Response rate “Peers”
Country

Nº of
responses

% of
responses

Nº of
invitees

response
rate

Finland

6

33

8

75

France

1

6

1

100

Portugal

3

17

3

100

Slovenia

8

44

9

89

18

100

21

86

Total
Source: EuroPeerGuid Survey of Peers

Nº
Table 19:

Response rate “Counsellors”
Country

Nº of
responses

% of
responses

Nº of
invitees

response
rate

Portugal

4
2

36
18

11
4

36
50

Slovenia

5

45

8

63

11

100

23

48

Finland

Total

Source: EuroPeerGuid Survey of Counsellors participating in Peer Reviews
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XI. 2

List of EuroPeerGuid partners

CECOA – Centro de Formação Profissional para o Comércio e Afins (PT) – Promoter, www.cecoa.pt
IEFP – Instituto do Emprego e Formação Profissional (PT), http://www.iefp.pt
Fundação Alentejo (PT), www.epral.pt
CIBC - Centre Interinstitutionnel de Bilan de Compétences Artois Ternois (FR), www.cibcarras.org
ACS/SIAE - Andragoški centre Republike Slovenije (SL) www.acs.si
Keski-Uudenmaan koulutuskuntayhtymä (FI), www.keuda.fi
Työ- ja elinkeinoministeriö (FI), www.tem.fi
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